There can be little doubt that Saint Thomas Aquinas has left a profound and lasting impact on the landscape of Christian philosophy and theology. His appropriation of Aristotelian philosophy and his engagement with the thinking of such figures as Augustine, John Damascene, the Jewish philosopher Maimonides, and the Islamic philosopher Averroes are nothing short of brilliant. Contemporary scholars, however, have raised questions regarding Aquinas's legacy in relation to creation care. These questions warrant investigation into his eco-theological position.
In this chapter I argue that Aquinas represents, in a coherent and cohesive manner, a view concerning nonhuman animals that is the dominant tradition in Christian history. In this view animals are essentially reduced to resources for human well-being in the temporal realm, including bodily nourishment and spiritual knowledge. These resources belong to the entire human community and thus must be used in a manner conducive to the welfare of that community. This emphasis on the common good renders Aquinas's position a potentially powerful voice for ecological concern but only within a framework that is ultimately indirect, anthropocentric, and conservationist. Humans must preserve the cosmos as it is for the sake of the entire human community. Such is the dominant tradition -one that posits only indirect moral concern for nonhuman animals and effectively denies them intrinsic value.
The question of Aquinas's eco-theological legacy
In his frequently cited 1967 essay, Lynn White writes: "Especially in its Western form, Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen."
1 As we will see, White's contention is not without 2 Richard Ryder laments that Aquinas's anthropocentrism is responsible for the justification of "several centuries of outstanding cruelty" toward animals.
3 Gary Steiner categorizes Aquinas as "the apex of medieval anthropocentrism."
4 Robert Wennberg argues that Aquinas, like Immanuel Kant, adheres to a moral theory "that has no place for animals."
5 Andrew Linzey charges that Aquinas's speciesist viewpoint in which nonhuman creatures have no claim of direct moral concern "has left a bitter legacy in Christian theology."
6 Finally, Paul Santmire detects an anthropocentrism in Aquinas in which "nature is seen more as an object for human use, which satisfies biological needs and serves spiritual knowledge, than as a subject in its own right."
7
In responding to these negative readings, defenders of Aquinas have frequently pointed to his historical context and the overarching scope of his theology in order to reveal the aforementioned critiques as overly simplistic. For example, John Berkman writes that, for Aquinas, "the entire physical universe (for example plants, birds, nonhuman and human animals) is ordered towards 'ultimate perfection', which is in turn ordered to God, and by its perfection gives glory to the goodness of God."
8 With this claim, Berkman argues that, for Aquinas, "God's plan in creation ... is by no means anthropocentric."
9 Anne Clifford argues that negative interpretations of anthropocentric passages in Aquinas can only stand when they are "read in total isolation from other passages in which he affirms the inherent goodness of all creatures as unique manifestations of the Trinity and if his theology is interpreted ahistorically."
10 Celia Deane-Drummond, while noting certain problems with Aquinas's biology, nonetheless defends him against overgeneralized accusations of anthropocentrism by acknowledging the interplay between grace and nature in his thought.
11 Jame Schaefer offers a similar qualified defense.
12 William French, likewise a critical advocate of Aquinas, notes, "Many who know little of Catholicism cite certain unfortunate parts of a long and varied tradition to dismiss it as holding no helpful resources for promoting responsible care of animals or the eco-system."
13 Mark Wynn argues that Aquinas's position is more nuanced than his detractors acknowledge. To make this point, he draws on Aquinas's understanding of God's subsistent existence in order to
